Palm Bay Council nixes immigration ordinance

Measure defeated in early morning 3-2 vote

BY LINDA JUMP 
FLORIDA TODAY 
PALM BAY - After hearing 68 speakers over nearly five hours, the city council, by a 3-2 margin, voted down a controversial ordinance that would have required employers to hire only documented workers.

Voting for the ordinance were councilmen Andy Anderson, who initiated the ordinance and Ed Geier. Opposed were Mayor John Mazziotti, Deputy Mayor Pat Woodard and Councilwoman Donna Brooks.

Woodard said code enforcement officers would be ill equipped to determine who are legal workers.

“How can we be sure it’s not just someone not in the database yet,” he asked. 

He also worried about probable cause and said he never has known of any business that actually lost contracts because another firm used illegal workers.

“It’s ill-conceived, unenforceable and a bad policy decision to approve,” Woodard said.

After the vote, which came after midnight, Anderson said he wasn’t surprised by the defeat.

“My main purpose was to send a message to the federal government to step up to the plate,” he said. “At the end of the day, it was a great process. No one should be disappointed.”

Geier called the ordinance a “very important first step” in city policy to deal with illegal workers.

“This ordinance has raised the evil head of something we’ve ignored,” he said. 

He said he had asked God for guidance.

Brooks said council members received 423 e-mails, only 20 of them from city residents. Only two of the city residents favored the ordinance. Forty of the speakers at the podium were city residents; 29 were opposed, Brooks noted.

“It would put a burden on law enforcement and code enforcement,” Brooks said. “Because we heard from the residents, I cannot support the ordinance.”

Mazziotti was the only council member to vote against the ordinance on first reading. He said he worried about racial profiling.

The meeting drew one of the city’s largest crowds in recent years. The council chamber was full, with some sitting on the floor. And at least 75 people stood outside the doors to listen.

Before the meeting, a group of those in favor of the ordinance encircled about a dozen opponents, with both sides yelling. 

Samuel Lopez, president of United Third Bridge, called for voters to oust Anderson, who requested the ordinance. Proponents shouted that illegal immigrants are illegal and should leave the U.S.

The American Civil Liberties Union of Florida, the Florida Immigrant Advocacy Center and the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund vowed a legal challenge. And supporters said if the ordinances failed, a group is prepared to take the steps needed for the question to be on the ballot for voters in a referendum.

Many speakers said the proposed ordinances created anger, hatred, fear and divisiveness.

“This decision is getting out of control. This is too big for you guys to handle,” warned Raul Ramirez of Palm Bay.

County Commissioner Jackie Colon said she was disappointed with the disrespect shown by both sides.

“It has turned our community against each other,” she said. “We need to heal what’s happened.” 

Two attorneys told council members that the ordinance duplicates federal law. 

Fernando Palacios, a Melbourne attorney with knowledge of immigration laws, told council members their ordinances were impractical and duplicated national laws.

“Construction and real estate (employers) will be overburdened,” Palacios said. 

Lisa Jaskulski, a Palm Bay floor covering and installation business owner, said undocumented workers are getting jobs before “our workers.” She said roofers, stucco workers, insulation installers and even electricians have lost jobs.

“Make the playing field even,” she said. 

Angelina Castro, an immigrant now working as an immigration attorney in Fort Pierce, said the ordinance would drive immigrant victims further underground. 

“They’re easy targets for crimes,” she said. 

Wanda Medina, a Palm Bay pastor, said just the discussion of the ordinances “is already starting to divide.” 

Father Bob Markunas, associate pastor of Our Lady of Grace Catholic Church, called the ordinances “divisive, ill-conceived and inept.” He said what’s needed is a comprehensive national immigration policy. 

Middle school teacher Jeremi Niehoff said she moved to Palm Bay in November because of the diversity. She urged council members to assist unlawful workers, not penalize them. 

Kathy Morgan of Palm Bay warned that employers would pass over Hispanic applicants because they would fear being questioned about their legality. 

Randy Allen of Palm Bay asked council members if they would “go after Harris Corp. because an Indian’s visa expired.” 

Former Councilman Ken Greene said the city’s motto as being a perfect place to grow will become a perfect place to grow divided with the ordinances. 

“What we will be doing is profiling,” Greene said. 

Angela Ruez of West Melbourne said although racial profiling may not be the intent, it would be the result. 

“Can you tell the difference between an American, a Canadian and an Italian? No. But you could tell the difference between a Puerto Rican, Mexican and American,” she said. 

Bobby Rodriguez of the Latin Chamber of the Treasure Coast pleaded, “Help them. Don’t hurt them.” 

Mindy Stone of Melbourne said if Palm Bay passes the ordinances, it could lead cities to pass a similar measure. 

“Make them pass taxes instead of fines,” she said. 

David Isnardi of Palm Bay and other speakers said the ordinances are about creating a level business playing field, not racial divisions.

“You folks have made it into this,” he said. 

Isnardi and other speakers asked the council to listen to the opinions of city voters, not those who traveled to lobby and who represent outside groups. 

Richard Vaughn of Melbourne urged passage. 

“It ensures a level playing field for employers,” he said. 

Kenneth Gentry of Melbourne said he has been unable to find jobs because employers hire illegal immigrants to save money. 

Don Wassmer of Palm Bay said “greedy” employers pay slave labor to illegal workers. He said Americans want their borders protected.
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